Issue No. 6 - winter 2025

An Analysis of Visual Criminology

Representation of Crime and Criminal Justice in Visual Media

Y. Mohadesseh Ghavamipour Sarsheke, Y. Amirreza Mahmoudi

Accepted:13/1/2025 Recieved:19/2/2025

Abstract

Visual criminology is an invitation to rethink how images reshape the world
and criminology as a project. Visual criminologists develop innovative con-
cepts and tools to address issues of crime, harm, culture, and control. The field
emphasizes how social order is established through ways of seeing, and focuses
on the production of power and representation of crime in the visual realm.
Visual criminology is not conceived as a complement or a secondary branch of
conventional social science; rather, it emphasizes understanding the power of
images of crime and punishment beyond written reports and numerical data. Vi-
sual criminologists focus on the role of vision and image in the history of crimi-
nology and explore the place of images in crime and media studies. They use
.complex theories to trace the production of criminology and criminal justice
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Extended Abstract

Visual criminology is an interdisciplinary field that examines the impact of
images and visual media on public perceptions of crime, criminals, and crimi-
nal justice. By utilizing criminological theories, cultural analysis, semiotics,
and media studies, this field aims to analyze media representations of crime
and explore their influence on public opinion, criminal policies, and judicial
processes. With the rapid advancement of communication technologies and
the expansion of visual media, images have become central tools in shaping
social reality. This development has made the scientific and critical analysis
.of media portrayals of crime an essential necessity

This study adopts an interdisciplinary approach that incorporates media con-
tent analysis, critical discourse analysis, and semiotics. The findings indicate
that the media often presents a stereotypical, exaggerated, and sometimes dis-
torted image of criminals and crimes, which can reinforce social prejudices
and even influence criminal policy-making. Media representations of crime
tend to emphasize its individual and exceptional aspects, overshadowing the
structural and social factors that contribute to criminal behavior. Consequent-
ly, the media can create misleading perceptions of crime and justice that do
.not necessarily align with reality

An examination of how crime is portrayed in visual media reveals that cin-
ematic techniques, such as lighting, camera angles, editing, and sound design,
play a significant role in shaping audience perceptions of crime and the ef-
fectiveness of criminal justice institutions. In many cases, the media amplifies
the fear of crime by depicting exaggerated threats, leading to increased public
anxiety. This heightened fear can generate greater public support for harsher
criminal justice policies while reducing interest in rehabilitative and restor-
ative justice measures. Additionally, the portrayal of police forces, courts, and
prisons in the media can significantly influence public trust in the criminal
Justice system

A crucial aspect of visual criminology is the analysis of how images contrib-
ute to the production and reproduction of power and social control. Media im-
agery not only reflects social reality but also serves as a tool for shaping domi-
nant discourses on crime and justice. For example, the repetitive depiction
of certain groups as criminals or the constant display of urban violence can
reinforce stereotypes and contribute to systemic discrimination against mar-
ginalized communities. This phenomenon extends to criminal policy-making,
as policymakers often respond to media-driven public sentiment rather than
.empirical criminological research when designing laws and regulations
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Visual criminology also explores the role of photography and images in docu-
menting crime. The historical use of photography in criminal justice processes
demonstrates that images have long been employed not only for identifying
and archiving criminals but also as tools of surveillance, control, and the
maintenance of social order. The publication of mugshots in police records
and their dissemination in the media raise ethical concerns regarding privacy,
justice, and the stigmatization of offenders. In today’s digital era, where social
media and advanced technologies have facilitated the widespread sharing of
images, the need for critical analysis of their role in criminology has become
.increasingly important

The findings of this study highlight the deep impact of media representations
of crime on public attitudes, criminal policies, and judicial decisions. The me-
dia’s focus on the emotional and dramatic aspects of crime can increase public
support for punitive policies while undermining scientific understandings of
crime’s root causes. Therefore, visual criminology is essential to counter the
harmful effects of misleading representations and ensure that criminal poli-
cies are based on empirical research rather than media-driven narratives. This
study emphasizes the importance of promoting media literacy and critical im-
age analysis to enable society to engage more consciously with media portray-
.als of crime

Given the expansion of digital tools and communication technologies, the role
of visual media in shaping public perceptions of crime and criminal justice has
grown significantly. Consequently, further research is needed to examine the
influence of emerging media, such as social networks and digital platforms,
on crime representation and criminal policy. Ultimately, an interdisciplinary
approach to visual criminology provides an effective framework for analyz-
ing the challenges facing modern criminal justice systems and offers deeper
.nsights into the complex relationships between media, power, and crime
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